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      The good king-fearing people of Westrende held a single faith without question: magic isn’t real. Stories of fae were only constructs designed to explain away the sort of unpleasantness no one wished to examine overmuch—unpleasantness like the madness that struck when the moon was full, when a maiden went lost, a child fell ill, or perhaps when a king’s gold was stolen and the wheat stores turned foul. That sort.

      Myth, superstition, and deception were what the tales were made of.

      Etta, neither unreservedly good nor especially king-fearing, knew the truth was far simpler. Beneath their willful ignorance and outright denial rested a dark secret, depthless in its desire for vengeance. Indeed, the people of the kingdom had no notion that they were only a single misstep from plummeting over a deadly precipice. They liked it that way.

      Lady Antonetta Ostwind, sole daughter and heir of the great General Ostwind, had kept that vile secret since she was a girl. Tell no one, her father had warned in whispered threats. Tell no one of the monsters who’d come for her mother while Etta had watched from the darkness beneath her bed. Speak of them, and they shall come again. She had bitten down on the words until she tasted blood. She had not spoken, had not screamed, had not uttered a single word of the fae in all the days which followed.

      It had not stopped their coming because the fae had been there all along.

      Antonetta could see through their glamour. Her father’s fear and the king’s council may have kept Etta from shouting the truth, but it could not take her sight. The fae, magical beings intent on doing harm, walked among them. Lesser fae may have seemed harmless if not for the shadows—beings like those who had taken her mother, darker in both intent and form. Shadows, they were called, because to acknowledge the existence of the high fae of the Riven Court was to meet a disagreeable fate.

      Etta had been forced into a secrecy meant to protect her, but it had protected only the monsters. She understood precisely the ruin they caused because she could see a truth at which no one else dared look. The fae were worse than any imagined tales. And her silence had kept them safe. Her hands had not spilled their blood.

      All that was about to change.
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      “Nearly there,” Nickolas chirped. Blond, approaching five and twenty, and apparently entirely at ease being cramped inside a juddering cabin for days, Nickolas Brigham—Etta’s escort, onetime childhood friend, and several-time nemesis—had been unashamedly vying for her attention for the entire trip.

      Etta stared out the window of the carriage. There was nothing particularly outstanding beyond the cloudy glass, but there was equally nothing outstanding about her, and she wasn’t fool enough to believe his attentions were genuine. Nickolas was tall and handsome and had the sort of crooked smile that made many a knee go weak. Though passable in many respects, Etta was little different than the other ladies at court, of which he surely had his pick. She understood full well that his attention—like nearly all attentions she’d been paid since she was young—came not from any special beauty or grace but from her standing.

      As head of the council, Etta’s father was the most influential of a dozen men and women who directed the fate of the kingdom and all those within it until a king was returned to power—which, at the rate things were going, would not be anytime soon. It was no secret that the current prospects were all a good decade short of meeting the age and education requirements to become king, and two of those prospects had recently been stricken ill.

      Furthermore, in a matter of days, Etta herself would become marshal, head of law and order in the kingdom and responsible for overseeing the guard. She was not about to cock it up for a boy like Nickolas, who would get no further than captain without an advantageous marriage. She drew in a long breath, comforted by what was to come once she was finally installed into the office of marshal. The position was significant in that it alone allowed freedom of movement beyond the council. She’d be tied no longer to their foolish rules and society games. They would be unable to stop her from crossing the Rive.

      “You must be excited to return after all these years,” Nickolas said. “Eager? Relishing the tingle of anticipatory glee, perhaps?”

      She continued her regard of the unkempt grass beyond the carriage window. The seemingly endless expanse of sky had been overcast most of the day and was beginning to color with a tinge of pink to herald the coming sunset. The trip had been planned in exacting detail to allow for the carriage’s timely arrival—even if that arrival was two days prior to her father’s expectations—because none were allowed to cross the border once night had fallen.

      The kingdom gates, twisted dark iron topped with deadly barbs, tucked neatly between walls of the finest stone, came into view. A line of kingsmen stared down from the parapets, surely aware even from such a height who warranted the pomp of the approaching caravan. She would be scrutinized regardless. They would make her wait outside the gates while her documents were verified, even with Nickolas and his ilk at her side. She glanced back to the rest of her escort, kingsmen of varying status perched in full regalia atop prized horses. More than one of her protectors seemed to have an eye on the line of trees in the distance. Even Nickolas seemed a bit fidgety in the dying light.

      It was telling that the people of Westrende denied the existence of fae and magic, yet not a soul seemed comfortable with a wait outside the gates so near where the dark forest loomed. As if the Rive might reach out and snatch them.

      Etta scoffed. “Nickolas,” she said, finally giving him her gaze. “Tell me what I have missed.”

      His smile was golden, a great, glowing, ridiculous thing that seemed to light up the carriage. By the wall, he had always been so mulishly oblivious. She wasn’t certain he’d ever been able to read a person’s mood—or maybe he’d simply not bothered to care if, in the end, doing so didn’t further his cause. One more trait it seemed he’d not outgrown. She gestured for him to get on with it.

      “Little has happened that was not relayed in your reports, I’m sure, my lady.” His smile hinted that he in fact knew exactly what she was about—mood and all—and intended to toy with her.

      She gave him her flattest expression.

      His grin shifted into something a bit more tenable. “Lady Yates is having a torrid affair with a barber’s son. Theo’s carpenter was caught using funds meant for suite furnishings to procure an absolutely obscene collection of crystal urns, which were discovered by a maid while freshening the mattresses.” He waved a hand vaguely near the curtain, as if drawing the memories from air. “A pair of scribes was caught desecrating the king’s garderobe, and the magistrate had them pilloried in their small-clothes for a week.”

      She managed not to wince. Castle gossip wasn’t at all something she’d missed about being away, and certainly not the information she’d been after from Nickolas. “What of the new chancellor?”

      The answering spark in his eyes teased something that Etta did not like at all. He leaned forward on the seat, his long fingers woven together only inches from her knee, the scent of roses and sandalwood wafting off him. “Ah, yes,” he said. “Gideon.”

      Gideon. He was going to be hideous. She could tell already. “Yes.”

      “Nephew to our great steward.”

      Etta had never met the new chancellor but had heard well enough: he was a brutal tactician with no regard for new ideas, no interest in improvement to their ancient laws and inter-kingdom protocol, and not a whit of tolerance for those who crossed the wall. “He’s a traditionalist,” she said.

      Nickolas chuckled. “You could say that.”

      “I did. What would you say?”

      He leaned back, tossing his hands a bit before sliding them over the slick blue fabric that covered his knees. “I’d call him a raging cumberground. An absolute saddle-goose. Ineffective as a boat full of holes.” He shrugged. “But that’s just me.”

      Well, now he was just trying to buy her with flattery. Etta nodded. “We shall see.”

      The man had been installed after she’d gone away—been sent away—for her training. In the nearly four years since, he’d risen to the head of chancery with unlikely speed. It was a position that rivaled hers. There was every expectation he would become the marshal’s mortal enemy.

      Etta intended to crush him.
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      After they had been permitted through the gates and winded their way through the kingdom under a sky that had turned turbulent, the carriage, at long last, drew to a stop before their destination. Said destination was not the front entrance of the castle to a grand reception, as would surely have been planned by her father’s staff. Etta had demanded that Nickolas both keep their arrival confidential and deliver her to the service entrance. She needed to prepare for her reintroduction to the council and courtiers on her own terms, and in time to suss out what else they might have planned for her. Besides, she wanted greatly to wash the days of travel from her person before meeting a single soul.

      Shoving a lock of her chestnut hair behind an ear and sorting her disheveled skirt into order, she drew a fortifying breath of stuffy cabin air.

      When she glanced up, Nickolas was watching her, a sly grin on his stupid charming mouth. “Ready, my lady?”

      She would not reward him with a glare, never mind that his tone had been loaded. They both knew she was walking blindly into a lion’s den, against the general’s orders. “Nickolas,” she said, “I am always⁠—”

      His bark of laughter broke the stillness she only then realized had come over them. He placed a hand over his heart and slid forward in his seat. “Yes, it is not as if you have ever let me forget.” The door opened, and his long legs carried him past her in one graceful motion to land outside the carriage and between a waiting pair of umbrella-wielding ushers. He leaned in and adopted a conspiratorial tone. “The lady Ostwind is always ready.”

      Despite the dread that sank in her belly, Etta took his proffered hand. “Yes,” she said. “Always.”

      Etta was not ready. A single flash of her reflection in the ornate metal trim that lined the carriage door made her state painfully clear. She stepped out regardless, just as the murky sky let loose and poured rain onto the fine cobbled drive.

      Nickolas glanced at the deluge, taking hold of one umbrella while leaving the second for the ushers. “Portentous.”

      She resisted the urge to jab an elbow into his ribs. The space between the carriage and the entrance was excessive and scattered with mounted kingsmen eager to return their charge. Until the general’s daughter was safely inside, their duty was not complete. Etta took hold of the umbrella with Nickolas, and they weaved swiftly between the beasts with their clattering hooves and the castle staff converging on the carriage to retrieve the pair’s many trunks.

      Beneath the overhang at the entrance, Etta stopped to shake the umbrella and draw another breath. Her apprehension was nearly under control when a black dog shot from beyond a column to dart past her skirts. She shrieked—an absolute embarrassment she would dwell on when she wasn’t thusly occupied—leaping back into Nickolas, who brushed off the arms of his embroidered suitcoat.

      Clearly not expecting the collision, he barely caught her before they both tumbled to sprawl on the rain-soaked cobblestone. As it was, his boot splashed into an impossibly fast-forming puddle, splattering wet filth up the leg of his fine trousers and half of Etta’s skirt. She did not bother with explanation or apology because in that moment, she became aware that the creature had been no dog at all.

      It had been a lesser fae. Etta said a curse, gritted her teeth, and took tighter hold of the closed umbrella. Stomping through the door on its trail, she dodged two serving men and a downstairs maid before she caught sight of the dark mass of fur sliding around a corner. She was after it without another thought.

      Etta had made a promise to herself while she’d been away: not a single fae would pass her sight without coming to regret it. Her silence was over. They would pay for what they had done.

      The thing darted into a storeroom, turning to give her a savage grin made of too many teeth before the door slammed closed behind it. Etta picked up her pace, shoving through after it, rain-soaked weapon in hand. The door snicked shut behind her, throwing the narrow room into near darkness. The creature had disappeared, but she could feel its eyes upon her and almost sense the horrid glee vibrating through it.

      A drop of rain fell from her umbrella to splat loudly on the pantry floor. In the shadows, something giggled.

      “Come out, you filthy⁠—”

      A solid slab of wood smacked into Etta from behind, Nickolas and the light of the main room coming along with it. The creature shot across the space, and Etta took an off-balance swing just as Nickolas grabbed her in some dramatic and entirely misplaced heroic gesture that she made a note to discuss with him at a later date. The swing missed, the umbrella thwacked into a sack of flour, and Etta was quite suddenly covered in a matted, pale paste. The creature shoved her to land face-first into the sack then darted out the open door.

      Etta lay there for a moment, swallowing words she’d sworn she would never eat again. A lock of hair was wedged into her mouth. Her knee throbbed. And the beast must have gotten a swipe in on its way through because she felt the thin stinging line of the cuts she’d grown accustomed to as a girl. Several cuts, it seemed, began to burn near her ankle.

      “By the wall,” Nickolas murmured, staring down at the mess in apparent awe.

      “The wall indeed,” she said through gritted teeth then flopped to her back so she could glare up at him.

      They came out of the storeroom to an audience of at least a dozen kingsmen and castle staff. Etta slapped a hand to her skirt, which puffed what flour had not yet caked on, then threw the umbrella to the floor. “Ladies, gentlemen, so good to see you once more.” Then she tottered off on flour-caked heels without a single look back.

      Nickolas found her in the first empty corridor she’d come to, pounding her fists on the wall with a curse entirely unseemly for one of her station.

      “Etta,” he said, his voice low, careful, and not at all in a tone he’d used in their many days of travel.

      “No. Don’t. Just—I need to return to my rooms.”

      “Absolutely,” he answered with not a single question about why she had just attempted murder on a rangy dog. “Only”—he glanced over his shoulder—“let me be certain word of this doesn’t leave the, uh…”

      Etta groaned.

      “Right,” he said. “One moment.”

      She turned to lean against the wall of the empty corridor, jerked her wet gloves off, and threw them to the floor. The narrow passage was used by staff, poorly lit, sparsely decorated, and unlikely to be occupied at the current hour. Not that it mattered. She’d been planning her triumphant return to Westrende since the day she was shipped off to school. And there she was, all her care and caution exhausted within minutes of her arrival.

      She unbuttoned her lace-trimmed jacket and yanked her arms free of the damp material, tearing seams by the sound of it. It went in a pile with her gloves. Bending over to ruck up her skirts, she cursed again when she saw the damage the thing had done to her leg. “This is why I hate dogs,” she muttered, as if in reply to all the remembered comments she’d been unable to answer to honestly since she was a girl. “Cannot trust a single one not to be fae.”

      She snapped the skirt down and wrapped her arms around her middle, wondering if she might succeed in navigating to her rooms without Nickolas there to clear a path. By the sight of her, it was probably best she didn’t try. She sighed, closed her eyes, and leaned back against the wood-paneled wall.

      Door, her mind corrected just as it fell open behind her. She fell with it. Her arms went out, scrabbling for purchase, and caught only one side of the frame. She felt more than heard the intake of breath of the person she’d pitched into and drew herself up to turn and look. It was a dark-haired man in his early twenties, impossibly near. His square jaw had gone slack in an improbably perfect face, everything else about him entirely buttoned up. He wore a high-collared black shirt beneath a well-fitted black suit, not a lick of fanciful trim upon him. Against his chest was clutched a sleeve of parchment, his long fingers curling more possessively around it as she watched.

      Then her eyes rose to his, dark beneath thick lashes and soft with something akin to bewilderment. That was when she remembered, quite suddenly, that half her clothes were strewn across the floor.

      “Oh,” she said, searching for anything at all she might say to the poor man. She drew herself up. “Lord—” She stopped and cleared her throat, unsure of his identity. He seemed vaguely familiar, but she had been gone for four years. People changed.

      “Lord Alex—” he started almost automatically then abruptly cut himself off to stare back at her. He did not appear to have the same sort of trouble with recognition Etta was experiencing. His tone changed. “What precisely are you about?”

      Her mouth came open without a single answer in mind just as Nickolas burst back into the hallway, announcing, “Done, we’re covered. Saved you from a spanking no doubt—” His words fell off, his wink and stride stuttering to an awkward halt as he took in the scene.

      He decidedly did not look down at Etta’s clothes on the floor or her person, which gained him a point in her tally, but neither did he explain what they were about, which, to be fair, seemed unlikely to be believable in any case. He cleared his throat, not unlike what Etta had just done.

      The new arrival glanced between them, apparently making his own assumptions. “This behavior is entirely unseemly for persons of your station.”

      Nickolas ran a hand over his chest, seeming to fight a smile. “Quite.” He stepped forward, resuming his casual posture as he approached the pair. He held an arm toward Etta. “My lady. Perhaps we shall take this kind advice in the spirit it was given and remove ourselves to your rooms.”

      Etta’s gaze darted between Nickolas and the other man. She felt her cheeks heat, but she was not sure precisely where to direct her ire, had she even the energy to unleash it. She decided she didn’t have to. She was an Ostwind. Without a word in farewell, she bent to pick up her things then turned and strode away, Nickolas’s chuckle echoing behind her.
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      Etta stopped at the door to her rooms, a sense of familiarity twisting in her gut. Her hand was frozen, unable to touch the lever that would let her inside. Angry at herself for being incapable, she turned her back and leaned on the finely carved wood to shoot a look at Nickolas. “This has been a disaster.”

      He grinned. “Entirely.” He handed over a flour-caked glove she’d apparently missed in her hasty escape. “And it’s barely begun.”

      The dread in her stomach turned to lead. He was right. She still had to face her father and the council, never mind that she’d not yet conquered her childhood rooms. “Well,” she managed, her tone making clear she would not be inviting him inside. “I suppose you’ve some advice for me in that matter?”

      His bright eyes stayed on her a moment too long then flicked briefly to her mess of attire. “No, I think you have it well in hand. May luck be in your favor, my lady.” Nickolas inclined his head toward her in something of a bow then turned to go, merrily twirling a ribbon that she was fairly certain had been attached to her gown not a quarter hour before.

      Etta let her head drop back to the door. It hit with a rather solid thunk, and she sighed. When she finally went inside her room, the hopelessness only became worse.

      Drapes rested over the furniture—her room disused in the years she’d been gone. Had she returned when she was meant to, the space would have been set to rights, its decorations polished and shined, windows opened, tapestries beaten, the tables topped with generous bouquets. She had not returned when she was meant to, and not solely because she was a coward.

      Etta had been tired of waiting, tired of pretending all was well. She’d been eager to come home because she’d been afraid that if she didn’t come back on her own, her father might take his chance to stop her.

      In the darkness, she ran a hand over the drape that covered a side table, her fingers brushing the carved trim through the fabric as it caught on a familiar nicked edge. It didn’t matter that the furniture was hidden. The memories remained. She did not search for candles. She had no tinder. Across the sitting room, she opened one side of the double doors to her bed chamber. The room was dim, lit only by the occasional flicker of far-off lightning through the windows and what moonlight made it past the storm. Rain pattered against the glass in waves.

      Do not speak of them. Tell no one.

      Speak of them, and they will come again.

      There, by the narrow door that led to her closet, they had wrapped their hands around her mother’s arms. And there, where sunlight would make a pattern of squares on the fine wood floor come morning, she had dropped her dagger. Etta moved forward, her feet silent and her breathing slow. There, beneath the bed, Etta had waited, watching it all without a word.

      Lightning flashed in the same moment when something moved in the room behind her. Etta spun, hand to her side, but here in Westrende, she wore no sword. Weapons were for the training yard, for uniform dress. Etta had been relegated to a mere lady home from school, traveling beneath the protection of her father’s guard. Just because she’d learned how to use a weapon didn’t mean her father would allow her to wield it in his domain.

      “My lady.” The maid carried one end of a trunk and gave a little curtsy, tugging the burden and, in turn, the arms of the footman on the other end. “Sorry to have startled you. The storm must have drowned out the sound of my knock.”

      Etta waved the apology away as two more footmen came inside. They moved through the space in a practiced flurry, efficiently removing the furniture drapes and lighting candelabra.

      “A shame we were not warned ahead of time,” the maid remarked as she started opening Etta’s trunks. “We could have had your rooms ready if we’d known.”

      “Please.” Etta leaned down to stay the woman with a gentle hand on her arm. “I’ll have a fire and water for a bath, but the rest I can do on my own.”

      The woman gave her a narrow-eyed look but made no comment on the state of Etta’s wardrobe. “Very well. But be warned, we’ll be in for a full cleaning tomorrow.” She snapped her fingers at the footmen. “You heard the lady. Send up Greta with water and have someone from the kitchens bring a nice dinner. The lady looks as if she could do with some local fare.” She shifted, facing Etta full on. “You’ll remember where the bell pull is, my lady.”

      Etta smiled. “I believe so, yes.”

      She nodded. “Very well, then. Good to have you back.”

      At the maid’s command, the pack of footmen exited the room in an order that would have made any general proud. Etta stared down at the row of trunks in the warm light of the candelabra, not particularly eager for the task of unpacking. With any luck, a hot bath would ease her stiffness from the days of travel.

      When she heard the door open once more, she assumed it must have been Greta with her water. She glanced absently toward the entrance, her heart catching in her throat at the sight of the figure in the doorway. Not the maid.

      “How dare you?” Her father’s words were low and even, but Etta felt them like a slap. Her mouth snapped shut, her expression level as she straightened to face him in the manner he’d always expected—the manner that had been drilled into her further during the past four years of training.

      He closed the door then crossed the space in a few brisk strides. Standing before her, he was as imposing as ever, despite that Etta had grown in the years she’d been gone. It was difficult not to flinch, but she stood tall, shoulders back and bearing proper.

      “Do you have no care for the risk you have taken? No concern for how your disobedience casts shame on the Ostwind name? You have not only defied a direct order but blackened the reputations of a dozen trained men. It is not you alone who will pay for your transgressions.”

      Etta drew a sharp breath. “You cannot punish those men. They acted under my orders. They’ve done nothing at all but⁠—”

      His response was swift and forceful. “I cannot? I cannot, you tell me. Here in the domain of the kings of Westrende, under the protection of the king’s army, an unbanded girl tells the commander of it all what he may or may not do.”

      “Father, I⁠—”

      “Father, is it? Not General now, not when it is convenient for you to forget my responsibilities to council and kingdom?”

      She swallowed hard. She had known he would not be pleased when she’d subverted his plans, but she hadn’t intended to bring punishment upon the kingsmen who had helped her. “I didn’t think,” she said sullenly. She could not say the truth, could not admit that she’d felt as if she had no other choice. “The blame rests solely on my shoulders.”

      “Your shoulders.” He shook his head, as if she’d not heard a word he’d said. “I had hoped that the years away would have helped you grow out of reckless actions and impudent notions. I see that it has not.”

      “You shipped me off for four years, as if I mattered not at all. Three kingdoms away, as far as you could manage.”

      His voice was ice. “I would send you off for another four if I could.”

      Etta felt herself blanch. Her insides twisted into a tortuous knot. He had confirmed all her fears in a single blow. Then something else rose in her, wild and hot. “Reckless, you say. Impudent.” She leaned forward, almost daring him to act. “I watched them take her from this very room⁠—”

      General Ostwind was a formidable man. Etta understood that. He commanded armies, was head of the council that, as he was so fond of reminding her, ran the kingdom. But the speed in which he closed the distance, palm slipping over her mouth in a move that might prove deadly with a different motive, stunned her. Her arms dropped limply at her sides, her heart beating like a rabbit’s.

      She stared at him with wide eyes. Short, sharp breaths puffed through her nose where it brushed the side of his hand.

      He did not let go of her. “I forbade you to speak of them.”

      Etta was very still for a very long moment. When he did not let go, she nodded beneath his grip.

      Her father watched her, possibly considering punishments, possibly making certain she understood him clearly. Etta might never know.

      When he spoke, it was in a cold whisper. “Your mother was taken for the same foolish impudence. Remember that when you invoke her memory.” The warning settled in the bare space between them, slow and tumbling like a stone through water. It would remain there forever, Etta knew, piled upon its brethren, too far beneath the surface to ever pluck free.

      Finally, he stepped back. “Council is meeting at cockcrow. You will attend. Homecoming celebrations will be canceled. Your work begins now.”

      She swallowed, unable to quite form a response.

      He turned without another word, but when he reached the door, he looked back. “If I hear a single utterance more of this nonsense, you will be removed from consideration for the post of marshal. Indeed, from any post at all.”

      The door shut behind him like a punch to her midsection.
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        * * *

      

      Etta had lived with strangers in a distant kingdom for four long years, waiting for her return with the constant fear that it might never happen, that she’d been sent away to be dealt with—and not as a true threat, but merely an inconvenience. That cannot be his purpose, she’d told herself. It is nothing so nefarious as that. She had been lying to herself. Removing Etta from Westrende and its fae with the greatest distance possible had been no accident.

      There was no room for taking chances. Etta needed to secure her spot as marshal, the only thing that might gain her solid footing. The meeting with council was paramount. And she was running late.

      Her feet moved silently through the corridor, her lips running with wordless curses for the nightmares that had kept her awake. She’d dressed in a trim gown and coiled her hair hastily at the nape of her neck. A splash of cold water was all the attention she’d paid her face before blotting it dry, the dark rings beneath her eyes unheeded.

      She had no time to spare, but when her steps faltered, it was of their own accord. In the long corridor outside the council chamber, an endless row of paintings was strung high on either wall.

      Her mother’s portrait was among them. Her father’s, too, but Etta had seen him in the flesh. In the darkness of her room at school, Etta had longed to stand so close to the familiar strokes of color, the soft curve of amber hair, the warm plane of cheek that met a small crescent of shadow near her mother’s deep rosy lips, an ever-present hint of humor that even the artist could not bear to hide. The entire corridor was lined with paintings of Westrende officials, a tribute to agents of the kingdom.

      Etta’s would be installed next. Before she took her position, she would be painted in the fine uniform of marshal, the highest level of law enforcement in Westrende, and given the band that marked her as an agent of the kingdom. Etta would head the branch of law that, unlike chancellor or magistrate, would be allowed free rein beyond the castle walls. Freedom to move through the entire kingdom would be hers.

      In a matter of days, she would be appointed to the post, and her portrait would be hung in the same hallowed hall as her mother’s in a ceremony for all the courtiers to see. Etta’s father would be unable to remove her from the post or to force her from the kingdom ever again.

      The sound of a gavel echoed from beyond the chamber doors down the corridor. It was the call to order. She cursed, breaking into a sprint that had her winded by the time she reached the entrance. She took one steadying breath, swiped back a loose lock of hair, then strode into the chamber.

      Every set of eyes in the room turned toward her. Steady, she reminded herself. Her victory was assured. The previous marshal was set to retire, and no one else had vied for the position with an Ostwind trained and ready. Whatever else her father had done, sending her away for her studies had ensured she would be prepared. It had guaranteed the spot was hers.

      “Lady Ostwind.”

      Etta found Louis, owner of the voice that had greeted her and a man she’d known since she was a child, and gave him a friendly nod. He gestured toward the side of the room. “Session has just begun. Please take a seat.”

      If color rose to her cheeks, at least her expression remained calm and pleasant as she made her way past the half dozen kingdom officials on her side of the table. She took a seat in one of the many chairs lining the wall, great carved wooden things with embroidered cushions and a poor view of the table’s proceedings. If nothing else, it gave her time to survey the crowd.

      Her father stood at the head of the table, a long, wide monstrosity that held permanent stations for the twelve members of the king’s council. The council members’ positions were permanent as well. Over half of the members were silver-haired, and two had been doddering along even before Etta had gone away. It did not mean their minds were not sharp, however. Each held impressive skill of both wit and weapon. At three and sixty, Louis still wielded a sword as well as any younger man, and the lady Cerys had deadly aim with a dagger despite that she was barely able to see across a room.

      A clerk and two scribes sat further down the same row of chairs as Etta, and several more figures watched from seats near the opposite wall. She was blocked from seeing precisely who the others were, as the lady Maura’s assistant stood at his mistress’s side, passing ledgers and notes as they were requested and obstructing a decent view.

      For nearly two hours, the council heard reports from each bough of the absent king’s rule, arguing over much of it then pushing proposed changes off until another meeting. Nothing had changed. She supposed she should have expected no less. They moved on to petitions, and as each was processed or set aside, the attendants around Etta thinned to none. Her father stood once more, as if to dismiss the meeting, and Etta was on her feet before she could stop herself.

      “Yes.” He frowned. “One more item to address before we withdraw.”

      Etta moved nearer the table at the end opposite her father, where no chair blocked her from view of the dozen members. She gave each one her gaze, direct and proper. Despite how much a girl her father made her feel, Etta was ready to take on the post.

      “Ah, yes. The lady Ostwind is to be nominated for marshal.” Stefan—warm eyes, warm complexion, cool disposition—watched her for a moment before his brow drew down. “I believe this was on next week’s agenda. Come back early, have you?”

      The general gave Etta a hard look. “Indeed. You all know the candidate’s capacity. She has returned as primed as any candidate before her.” His words were not spoken with the glowing pride one might expect. In fact, his tone was rather lacking in enthusiasm.

      Shoulders back, Etta addressed the council. “As the general says, it’s as if I’ve been trained in conflict since I could toddle.” The chuckle that ran through the onlookers was gratifying, but she kept on. “I have met all requirements, including age, education, and military training. My studies since childhood have focused at length on law and history. I am prepared and well able to fulfill the duties of my post.”

      “Agreed,” Maura said. “I see no reason to rake the coals with Lady Ostwind. I move that we bring the matter straight to vote.”

      “Seconded.” Louis glanced down the table, apparently deciding the nays would be the easier vote to count. “Any opposed?”

      There was a moment of silence in which Etta’s heart swelled to the very walls of her chest. Not a single concern had been brought against her. It was no small thing—the office of marshal held considerable weight, and she’d only proven herself in her studies and in the training yard, not by working through the lower ranks. Her sacrifices had paid off. The years of brutal toil were about to be paid back in manifold abundance. She watched with deep pride as Cerys raised the gavel.

      “Hold.”

      The voice came from the far wall of the chamber, an unsteady echo that shattered Etta’s swollen heart. She stared, jaw slack, as Cerys’s hand lowered the gavel to its side and a quiet rest.

      Etta’s eyes slid slowly from the gavel, past her watching father, to the wall from which the voice had come. A throat cleared, then a figure rose to stand tall in a long black robe, arms crossed before his waist. Recognition came immediately, as Etta had stared at the same face in the empty corridor only the night before. He looked slightly different, though he still wore the familiar disapproving frown. She suspected the difference was the robe of his office and, she saw now, that he wore the band that marked him not as some scribe or cleric, but an officer of Westrende.

      A long silence followed, during which the man said nothing more, his gaze on Etta. One of the council members shifted, and Etta realized her expression was not what one might consider polite. She smoothed it out as Louis spoke to the man. “You have something to add?”

      He stepped forward, his attention on Etta. “I—” Abruptly, he looked to Louis. “Perhaps we should discuss it privately.”

      Louis’s fingers flicked irritably against the parchment beneath his hand. “This is a council matter. Surely, it is not that she’s the general’s daughter, not in a kingdom that’s been known to install a king’s heir even as master of coin. It cannot be her age, not with you only a season or two older. Whatever your concern, out with it.”

      “I understand,” the man said. “It is just that it’s of a… more delicate matter.”

      Etta stiffened, as did several other council members. A pall fell over the room. “Speak up if you’ve seen something untoward. And do it now.” Louis’s tone felt like a warning.

      The man seemed to take a steadying breath. “I have, in fact, witnessed behaviors most inappropriate from Antonetta Ostwind. I believe it incautious to allow her appointment.”

      The words hit Etta like the war hammers they’d used in training, swift and heavy and as if they meant to knock her to the ground. “What?”

      General Ostwind stared on, his expression grim.

      The man asked, “Do you deny only yesternight acting in a manner unbecoming of a person of your station, let alone the post to which you aspire?”

      An outraged gasp tore from Etta, not particularly suiting the demeanor she was trying to present. There was nothing for it. She leaned forward. “I have done nothing of the⁠—”

      A telling stillness followed as Etta recalled what the man had seen. Etta, wet through and coated in flour, her jacket and gloves, and—oh yes—everything down to her bodice tossed in a pile on the floor. And Nickolas sauntering toward her, saying… what had he said? Right, that he’d saved her from a spanking. By the wall, there was no talking her way out of that one. Not in front of the council and her father. She wet her lips.

      The look the general gave her was pure disappointment but not a hint of surprise.

      Etta’s jaw went tight, even as her dreams were crushed by a studious man in a drab robe. “You know nothing of the situation,” she told him. “Why would you even consider this your concern?”

      He stared at her, somber, staid, and a little as if she’d said something nonsensical. “Because I am chancellor. My very duty relies upon a marshal who is above reproach.”

      Her chest felt as if it had caved in, as if that swollen, shattered heart had fallen to her gut and taken with it the air that she might breathe.

      Lord Alexander. Etta suddenly recalled the man starting to say the words, just before he’d given her a stern reproof about cavorting in the hallways. Gideon. Alexander. The single man who might bring her difficulties in her post.

      She was going to murder Nickolas Brigham with her bare hands.
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      “Antonetta, do you dispute Lord Alexander’s testimony?”

      Etta bit back the “yes” that tried to leap from her tongue at Louis’s question. Disputing the word of an official of Westrende was all but a criminal act. She’d not been installed in her post—she was still a citizen—and it would not be her word against his. It would be her word against the kingdom’s. She wet her lips. “Not his testimony, only that it does not take into account the circumstances surrounding my actions.”

      Gideon Alexander stared at her. She could not precisely argue the details of the matter, so she gave her attention to the council instead. “Will none of you speak for me? You know well that my reputation has been above reproach.” Even if she’d been gone for four long years, they had known her since she was a child.

      “And yet, here is your reputation under reproach.”

      Louis’s mouth had moved into a hard line. Emotion swelled hotly in Etta’s throat. Please, she wanted to beg. Please, don’t do this.

      “Gideon,” Cerys began, “do you care to elaborate on your concern?”

      “I prefer not.”

      “Very well.” She sighed. “It seems a great waste to allow the years Lady Ostwind has put toward service to the kingdom to no use. And yet, we cannot in good conscience allow a potential weakness in our defenses, given the importance of this post.” Her cloudy eyes shifted toward the head of the table. “I propose a probationary period, during which Lady Ostwind will be under the watch of our chancellor. If she can perform to his satisfaction the duties his office assigns her, we will bring the nomination to vote once more. If not, then other candidates will be considered for the position. Say, by the next moon?”

      A chorus of murmurs rose along with nods of approval around the council table as Etta’s vision swam. Gideon had gone a shade paler. The general’s lips turned down in displeasure. “Seconded,” said someone at the far end of the table. Not a word rose in dissent when the vote was called.

      “The ruling stands.” Cerys’s voice echoed through the chamber, followed by the terminal bang of gavel striking block.

      Etta stared dumbly as figures moved around her to gather documents, break off into small discussions, or quit the room. One discussion in particular seemed more intense than the rest. Lord Alexander had cornered Cerys and Louis—seeing how quickly he might toss her from candidacy, no doubt, or trying to duck out of the second chance they’d offered her. She went for him, her feet moving without conscious thought, but Maura’s assistant backed into Etta’s path, landing a presumably unintentional elbow against her midsection. The assistant made a sound of surprise, fumbled his stack of documents, and caught them only by coming directly into her path. Another council member made to help the assistant, and by the time Etta found her way past the commotion, Gideon’s drab robe was disappearing through the chamber door.

      Etta rushed into the corridor, jaw clenched. The space was filled with loitering courtiers hoping to win a moment of the council members’ time. She caught sight of her prey again just as he turned the corner into another corridor. It was a lesser used passage, a bit narrow and dark, but no one blocked her way, and she reached him before he made it to the final exit. He moved as if unaware of her presence, so she seized hold of his sleeve.

      Gideon stopped abruptly, and Etta’s momentum brought her a step too near. He seemed somehow taller as he stared down at her, his expression conveying nothing more than being taken aback. There was a moment of recognition after the instant of softness, then his gaze lowered deliberately to her grip on his arm.

      She snatched her hand away, but her fingers curled into a fist at her side. She leaned toward him, keeping her voice low. “How dare you⁠—”

      “Lady Ostwind.” His tone was detached, only serving to illustrate how out of control she’d become.

      Reckless, her father had said. Impudent.

      “How dare you,” she started again. He only blinked at her, and her rage heightened to dangerous levels. She might actually have pummeled him with her fists. “Incautious? You’re not certain? You do not even know me.”

      She all but spat the words, and something in his expression drew back as his shoulders suddenly became more square. He was no longer the meek clerk she’d nearly collided with the night before. He was no clerk at all—he was chancellor—and his bearing was that of a formidable man. In the dim light, he was all hard lines and shadows, a man who not only outranked her but outweighed her by half. “Were you not in a state of semi undress in a public corridor of this very castle only hours ago?” He did not need to add “with a known rakehell”—it was implied by his tone.

      Her mouth snapped shut. She couldn’t explain that she’d been chasing fae, not if she wanted to ever hold a position in the kingdom. That was the very point—no one else would believe. No one else would fight to keep them away.

      “And have you not proven by your actions this very instant that you are incapable of the composure required to perform the duty you so zealously pursue?”

      “Zealous? I have worked for this since I was no more than a girl. I have held my tongue against my father’s expectations, against this council’s rules, and against every slight ever paid me. All so I might one day—this day—today—finally be able to set right their ridiculous laws.”

      His brows lowered. “Do you hear yourself? You stand before a chancellor of Westrende and declare our laws absurd.” He seemed to shake himself. When he took a step back from her, it became painfully clear how close they’d been standing—or rather, how far she’d come into his space. “Lady Ostwind, I intend to do everything in my power to prevent your nomination from returning to vote. It would be a dereliction of my duty to do otherwise.”

      Etta had been waiting her entire life to be free—free from her father, from the secrets, and free to seek justice for her mother. She opened her mouth, either to find a way to explain that to the man before her or to make a vow of her own—she hadn’t decided which—when the sound of a throat clearing brought her up short.

      “Lady Ostwind?” One of her father’s assistants stood halfway down the corridor, looking concerned. The worry wasn’t for her, she knew, but rather that if he’d been sent to find her, as with any task named by the general, he had better do it quickly. “I’m afraid your appointment still stands.”

      “Appointment?”

      He inclined his head. “The portrait. Your father had us arrange the artist last night when the homecoming celebrations were being canceled. I realize that now, it may be unnecessary⁠—”

      “It is not unnecessary,” Etta snapped. “Do not postpone it. I’ll be just a moment.”

      She would be marshal by the next moon, by whatever means required. That was her vow and what she would tell Gideon Alexander. But when she turned back, Gideon was already gone.
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      Nickolas was waiting for her in the connecting corridor, leaning casually against the wall in a long blue jacket. The rose in his hand was as bright as the golden embroidery on his vest. When she came into view, he straightened, smiling as if she’d accomplished something grand and twirling the rose stem between his fingers as if he was not a man about to meet his death.

      His smile fell as she came to a stop mere inches before him. “The moment we are out of earshot of the council members in the next corridor, I am going to rip out the best of your entrails and feed them to Narine’s raptors until the next moon.”

      He made a face. “The bird lady? You know I’m terrified of her.”

      “Precisely.”

      His nose scrunched. “Is this because of the Gideon thing?”

      “The Gideon thing?” She stepped nearer, dangerously close to grabbing him by the lapels and shaking him like a rag doll. “You made an absolute fool of me.”

      Nickolas only pursed his lips as if biting down a smile, and Etta had to turn and leave to avoid attacking the man in the hall and making her situation even worse.

      He rushed to catch up with her, tossing the rose into a tall urn near the wall. “Etta, please. It can’t have been that bad. You excel under pressure. Always ready and all that.”

      “You’re right,” she said. “You didn’t make a fool of me at all. I made a fool of myself.” She glared sidelong at him. “He says I’m unfit to be elevated to marshal because of cavorting in the hallways with you. They refused to hold the vote.”

      Nickolas’s step faltered, but when Etta kept on, he took a longer stride to reach her. “No.”

      “Yes. If I don’t perform what I’m certain will be an impossible task, my chances of being anything—ever—are out.”

      To his credit, Nickolas looked as if he might be ill. It was all that saved him from a fist to the gut. “I thought it would be funny, that’s all. I knew he was an ass, but I didn’t think he’d actually contest your appointment. Did your father not stake his name for you?”

      “No! He’s furious that I’ve come back.”

      Nickolas frowned. “Come back early, you mean?”

      Etta pressed hard against the urge to cry. She could not see how things could become any worse. She’d let her frustrations boil over to the very man she’d vowed to crush once she’d become marshal. He now held her fate in his hands, and her father wanted nothing more than to be rid of her.

      She stopped outside a door near the gallery entrance and turned to face Nickolas. “It’s over. There’s no way he’ll approve of me in a mere thirty days.” It wasn’t as if Etta could find a way around it or sully his name. Despite that the man had clearly never even tucked a collar out of place, she needed him in good standing as chancellor in order to bring back her vote. A shaky sigh escaped her. “I’m a fool. Look at me, about to sit for a portrait in the uniform of an office I can never gain. I might as well have them paint over the coat and sword with a leather apron and the tools of an armorer’s apprentice.” She barely held back a sob.  “Or a mobcap and broom.”

      Nickolas grabbed her by the shoulders and straightened her to face him. “Stop this right now. You’re going to march through that door as if you’ve already won the post. You’re going to get painted in that awful jacket that’s all the wrong color for you, and you’re going to give them the terrifying marshal face I know you practice in your looking glass every night before bed.”

      She stared at him.

      He let go, straightening his own shoulders. “And when you come out, I will be right here, waiting for you. We will commence stealing back what you’ve earned.” She opened her mouth, but he shushed her, pointing a finger in what could only be assumed was a wildly off-precision imitation of a military command. “Not another word. Go.”

      She did, but only because she was too exhausted to argue.
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      The entrance hall was dim with only a few candles burning fitfully near the far wall, their light flickering strangely off a row of mirrors. Etta stood quietly for a moment, listening for sounds to indicate the painter was in a connecting room. She heard nothing but the flicker of the candles and the sound of her own breathing. The space was decorated with rich, warm colors, without a single window in view. She walked forward through the narrow room and past her many reflections as they jumped from mirror to mirror alongside her.

      Unease niggled at her, and she began to doubt that she’d heard the directions from her father’s assistant correctly. If she were late again, for another official appointment… But the thought fell away as the scent of powders and artist’s oils met her at the doorway to the next room. She paused inside the entrance, taking in the large, open space cut by shadow and light. The room was littered with props and setups. High windows let in the morning sun, bright and clear over everything it touched. Centered in one square of brilliance was a carved wooden stool, and on the floor around it, various pillows in shades of sapphire, plum, and red. A tasseled scarf was tangled around the legs of the stool, as yellow as one of Lady Narine’s birds.

      In another square of light stood a valet rack with a dignified officer’s coat resting over its arms. Etta walked closer, her eyes tracing the lines of the garment as her footfalls echoed off the far walls. She caught the scent of orange oil and something a bit like musk, but when she glanced through the space, she was still alone. “Lord Barrett?”

      No one answered her call, despite the presence of an easel beside a table scattered with what appeared to be freshly prepared paints. She took a final look through the room before her attention was recalled to the coat. The material was dark with red trim and fine gold stitching at the collar and hem. The thing looked as if it might hang off her, as if perhaps it had been a spare sewn for the tall and stoutly built man who currently held the post. A prop for the artist only, and yet, her fingertips trailed reverently over the material. Etta pressed a thumb against a gold button embossed with the office’s emblem. Marshal. Her dream was so close, she could taste it. But her own actions had driven it from her grasp.

      She’d been afraid of her father, afraid he would not let her return. She never should have attempted to outwit the man. She should have faced him in the manner of an officer, one of his own.

      She’d wanted to contend with him on her terms. As if such a thing would ever have been possible.

      She carefully lifted the coat from its rack, doubling the bulk of it over one arm to straighten a bit of gold stitching.

      “Lady Ostwind,” came a voice from behind her.

      She startled and spun, expecting the portrait artist but instead finding a young man with sandy hair and a freckled nose. At her replied, “Yes,” he held forward a letter.

      “From Lord Alexander.”

      Once the message was in her hand, the young man gave a sharp nod and left without another word. Etta shifted the coat to unfold the parchment. A precise script met the heavy dread in her gut, spelling out in detail the task that had been set by the office of the chancery.

      Etta stared at the text. The task was a monumental undertaking, impossible for anyone to compete on their own. And yet, the entire kingdom had already attempted it. Every kingsman under her father’s command, officer in the current marshal’s force, and council member who had a hand in law and order had taken as their responsibility the duty of investigating the noted crime. All had failed.

      Etta had been gone from the kingdom for years. She was not yet marshal and had not a single soul under her authority. She’d no chance at all. Gideon knew that and had intentionally given her a task that could not be completed.

      The ridges of the chancery’s seal caved beneath the pressure of her grip.

      Etta stepped backward, leaning heavily upon the stool. Gideon’s terms were impossible. She was going to fail and be ruined, and then her father was going to ship her off somewhere far worse than school.

      “Antonetta.”

      The voice was unsettlingly quiet and held a purr, and Etta’s gaze snapped up to find its source. A slender man with dark, untidy hair stood in the shadows.

      “Lord Barrett?”

      His lips tilted up as his head tilted downward in an angle that implied she’d guessed correctly.

      She stood.

      “No,” he replied in a tone just as smooth as his approach, “stay.”

      She glanced at the high windows, which threw their brightest light solely over her and the rack that had held the coat, then back at the man. He’d moved to stand by the easel, half hidden by its bulk, his hollow eyes on her. Sitting felt suddenly unnatural. She straightened, shoving Gideon’s letter into a pocket of her gown then squaring her shoulders.

      “Yes,” he said, “just there.”

      She slid on the oversized jacket, raised her chin, and composed her face in the most esteemed expression she could manage. Her eyes found a spot on the far wall and focused on a bit of cut marble trim that evoked none of the horrible emotions she’d shoved away with the chancellor’s letter. There she would sit, Antonetta Ostwind, daughter of the great General Ostwind, as unflinching as her mother, as deserving of the office of marshal as everyone knew she was.

      She would make Gideon Alexander eat the parchment his words were printed on.

      The artist made another sound like a purr, apparently approving of whatever the posture conveyed from his view. He picked up a brush from the table and began his work without another single word for either Etta or her pose.
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      Etta sat so until the shadows had slid near her slippered feet, until the sun had angled well past noon. She had not asked once for a break, had not shifted more than a breath as the artist worked. She would sit so for days if that was what it took.

      “There.” Lord Barrett put down his brush, leaning back to survey the canvas.

      Etta blinked, uncertain what precisely there meant. “Is that all for today?”

      “Come,” he beckoned. “It’s finished. Tell me what you think of the piece.”

      Etta stood slowly, surreptitiously stretching limbs that had gone numb. Surely, the portrait could not have been entirely complete, not so quickly, unless he’d used a model for her body, someone sitting for the bulk of the work so that he’d only had to finalize the face. She wasn’t certain if artists even did such a thing. She wished she’d paid closer attention, that she’d asked or looked at the canvas before the process had started. But the coat had already been in the room, and she supposed that the man had painted enough official portraits and knew what he needed from her.

      She crossed the distance to Lord Barrett, her eyes slow to adjust to the change in light. He gestured toward the canvas, the tilt to his lips widening into something Etta did not quite like. “Your honesty,” he told her. “This piece may be the most consequential of your life.”

      She flinched, snapping her gaze away from him. She’d been so distracted by her anger at Nickolas, what had happened standing before the council, and Gideon’s horrendous terms that she hadn’t noticed the way the man’s teeth did not seem to sit quite properly inside his mouth. It was as if they meant to escape and… well, bite her.

      Her body shifted as if it intended to move back from him without her command, but her eyes caught sight of the portrait, and she stopped cold.

      Etta felt the breath of the man beside her catch. “Stunning, is it not?”

      She stared at the portrait, a canvas that rose taller than her. The colors were subdued, a light gray mist covering a backdrop of castle walls and ancient tapestries. The torso and head of a woman centered the image, the coat of marshal fitted well to her straight shoulders and lean form, her hands positioned delicately before her chest. Etta’s own eyes stared back at her, her own face bright and hopeful in the center of the frame. It was all that made sense in the portrait, as the rest was… was…

      It was absurd. Someone was playing a jape with her, surely. It was why the painting had been completed so quickly. There was no logical reason, no rational excuse for what she was seeing otherwise. Official portraits were so far removed from what was before her that her eyes could not quite decide where to land, what to look at. It was as if a circus had exploded onto the canvas, a troupe of entertainers costuming the figure to gain the most preposterous response possible. A fox peeked out from behind a column in the background, and a shiny red apple rested in the hand of Etta’s likeness. Whimsical birds nestled in the cape at her shoulder, and by the wall, a black ribbon threaded through her lips, its ends tied into a precise bow.

      Lord Barrett sidled closer. “Well,” he prompted. “What do you think, Lady Ostwind?”

      “There’s a goose wrapped about my shoulders and a ship in my hair!”

      “Yes,” he answered, quiet delight unconcealed in his tone.

      “No!” Etta shouted. “This is—it’s untenable! Asinine! You’ve made me look a complete fool!”

      The words slipped out before Etta had a moment to realize that they could have been more diplomatic. She couldn’t—she just couldn’t fathom what had gone wrong. She had to fix it. She had to convince the painter to make it right, to make her look reasonable before anyone saw and she was laughed out of her last chance at the post she so desperately needed.

      She glanced at the painter to gauge his response.

      He was watching her. After a moment, he asked, “You do not like it?”

      Etta swallowed. “I—apologies, my lord, but I feel that the painting…” She pressed her lips together. “Is it possible to remove the more… playful elements of the work to allow the portrait to better fit with the others? You’ve seen the other portraits, have you not?” He would surely have painted every single one installed in recent years.

      “I have.” His expression was hiding some emotion that Etta could not make out while the shadows obscured his face. “They do seem very dull in comparison.”

      “Yes,” Etta told him enthusiastically. “Dull would be perfect. Can you make this more… dull?”

      His eyes narrowed on her. “How important is this to you, Lady Ostwind?”

      “It is of grave importance. My lord, I would never ask the additional work of you if I did not consider this a matter of utmost urgency. This painting is… well, it’s my life.”

      A rumbling, gratified sound came out of him, somewhere between a laugh and a cry of rejoice. “Indeed,” he said. “Do I have your accord, then? It’s a bargain?”

      “A—” Etta felt her brow draw together in confusion, but at his expectant and encouraging gaze, she nodded vaguely. “Yes, please, my lord. As soon as possible.”

      Lord Barrett clapped his hands once, the sudden movement and sharp bark of it in the silence startling her a step backward. He did not seem to mind. He hummed delightedly as he turned to the table and unlatched a wooden box inlaid with pearl.

      “Here we are,” he whispered, attentively drawing a brush from inside. He turned to Etta. “All will be done as agreed. The portrait will appear just as dull as every other that lines the council corridor, and all who look upon it with their dull eyes will see only General Ostwind’s daughter, for as you say, this painting for your life.”

      Etta’s mouth came open to reply, but the man stepped closer, the light catching on his face in a way it had not done before.

      “Just one thing more,” he murmured as if deep in thought. He raised a hand, and the brush he’d taken from the case brushed her cheek like a feather, the movement fleeting and too quick to escape.

      Etta stumbled away from him and tripped over a stack of pillows on the floor. Her face was hot, seared from the touch, and her heart raced. Outside, the screech of a hundred birds rose, their wings and feet battering against the windowpanes as they took frantic flight. Etta caught her fall, steading herself to stare at the hollow eyes of the man before her.

      A familiar unease slid through her, followed by a cold, dark surety. He had touched her. And when he had, something had been taken. She couldn’t say what, precisely, but she could feel the absence of it. It was thievery, to be sure, and nothing natural.

      Etta’s body had ordered her to flee before the realization of what was happening had time to settle. Instinct, memory, and the sense her sight gave her that no one else seemed to be willing to accept, those things knew. They understood her mistake.

      “Fae,” she hissed.

      The painter gave her a look that said she was an utter nit.

      “What did you do to me?”

      He dropped the brush into its case and snapped the lid closed. Then he fastened the clasp, tucked the case under his arm, and gave her a careless glance. “I have taken what is no longer yours.”

      Fear hit her first, followed swiftly by anger, but it was the fear that drove her to attack. The fae could not be left to escape. Once they crossed the border to their home, one would never be able to reach them again, to steal back what they had taken.

      Like when they had taken her mother.

      Etta rushed at the man, but his hand went up, and she slammed into a wall of magic as hard as any stone. The impact bloodied her nose. She drew back, her pulse racing in her ears, her fury palpable despite the threat of a powerful fae before her. She wanted to end him.

      “What have you taken from me? Give it back, or fates save me, I will destroy you.”

      His mouth turned into something crueler, something far less human, and she could see that his glamour had been fooling her all along. Her sight had failed for just a few brief glimpses, but those short moments were all it took. She tried frantically to recall what she had said, what words had passed between them.

      “A bargain,” he answered. “You have traded your life, Lady Ostwind. If you want to see it returned, call his name.”

      “Who? Whose name?” She needed to know who had done this to her. She could hear the terror in her own voice.

      Beneath the beating of her heart, she could hear the answer the painter had not bothered to speak before he turned to go. Him. It’s him. Not the painter at all, but the fae behind everything, the one they all bowed to, the shadow she had seen as a girl, the one who had taken her mother.

      The prince of Rivenwilde.
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      Etta could see all of him, the artist who was most certainly not Lord Barrett. The creature who’d turned his back on her to walk from the room had let the glamour fall away, his long fingers and smooth gait all that remained of the lord she’d seen before. Something dark like the color of old blood stained the tails of his coat. He was leaving, and she could not let him. Her life, he had said, was in the hands of the fae. The figure shifted into the familiar shape of a shadow, just as it slipped through the door.

      He could not be allowed to escape.

      Etta made to chase him, but her foot slipped in something slick and dark in the shadows. Among the pillows at her feet, was a form she had not seen. The shape of it could only be that of a man. Lord Barrett. Bile rose in Etta’s throat, then she picked up a discarded sword near the body and ran.

      The entrance hall was no longer dim, as every candle burned hot. The flames blazed, bright and steady, illuminating the mirrors lining the wall in a way that felt endless, as if she were falling. She stumbled once more, off balance, the coat she’d worn hanging from a shoulder. Chest heaving, Etta moved helplessly toward the looking glass, her task forgotten. It might have been a well, its water deep below the rim of stones, calling to her, begging her to fall within.

      Magic, some part of her whispered. But the sensation was not caused by the looking glass at all. The magic was closer, hot like the flame of the hundred candles burning around her, alive and stinging on her skin.

      She stared into the reflection of a girl in the same dress, the same shoes she’d donned that morning, the same hair. Her hand rose to touch a cheek smeared with paint. Etta’s fingers were soft, familiar, so very like what they had always been. She pressed them to the flesh of her cheek, and the glass before her snapped, a long crack splitting the surface in two.

      The face—not her own, too round, too soft, too much like a vague and nameless facade, an illusion of glamour like so many the fae wore—stared back at her. A sound somewhere between a sob and a wail crawled from Etta’s chest. Her knees gave, but her feet pushed her forward. The next mirror offered another try, and she rushed toward it, saw the girl who was not her, and stared in disbelief. Again, she brushed the flesh of the face with the lightest skim of her fingers. Again, the looking glass shattered.

      Etta swore, a vile and ugly string of words that said just what she thought of the fae, that called them out by name. At her shout, every mirror in the room split. Noise crashed through the space as Etta cowered in the center of it, her hands over her ears and her head down to protect a face that was not her own. When the room finally fell quiet, she glanced up. A thousand jagged reflections stared back at her from the floor.

      “By the wall,” she whispered as Nickolas burst into the room.

      He staggered to a stop in the doorway, taking in the shattered glass and Etta’s hunkered form before his gaze landed on hers. There was no sign of recognition in him, not a single whit.

      She pushed to her feet. “Nickolas!” Whatever she might have asked of him, whatever she might have said, was swallowed by the way he looked at her like a stranger who had no right to know his name.

      Her life, the fae had said.

      In the endless reflections watching her, she saw a stranger. Realization fell heavily upon her. All the years in which she had seen the cruel tricks of the fae made understanding the depth of their power impossible to ignore.

      She hadn’t merely been touched by fae magic—it was not some passing jest. Etta had been cursed. Everything that had been hers was, in that brush of fae power, carried off with the monster who’d walked from the room.

      Nickolas pushed past her. “Where is Lady Ostwind?” His demand unanswered, he yelled, “Etta!” He rushed into the main room without a backward glance.

      Here, her heart whispered. I am here. But the words died in her throat, swallowed like all the screams she’d meant to loose as a girl.

      The vows she’d made had not gone silent, though. Her fingers curled around the hilt of the sword she’d dropped to the floor beside her. Etta rose, steady on her feet. She would take back what they had stolen. This time, the fae would not win.
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      The sun, too bright and too hot, was angled in an afternoon sky. Etta had tossed off the marshal’s coat outside a castle door, running in slippered feet with no more at her aid than a sword and absolute surety that she had only one chance to stop this catastrophe. Shouts rang out behind her, deep inside the castle walls. She was beyond the notice of the royal guard—she’d escaped by routes few knew of. Her eyes were on the forest ahead.

      At the edge of the trees, something chittered, followed by a high-pitched cackle that sounded more like a laugh than any sound an animal should have made. She ran faster, leaping over the stone edging that warned of the encroaching forest then splashing through the narrow creek that wound between the stone and brush. She shot into the tree line, and sweetbriar snagged her hair and dress. Flipping the sword downward, she shoved herself farther past the edge of the woods, snapping limbs and crunching vines and making no secret of her pursuit.

      In the distance, a shadow shifted.

      “Stop, fae!” The shout echoed through the forest, sending birds to flight and scattering small prey. She ran beneath the cacophony, the chaos of limbs and brambles thinning as she went deeper into the woods. She had her feet again, and she did not waste the advantage, running as fast as she was able toward a creature who had no need of haste.

      The fae strode through the forest without looking back at her. What little light filtered through the canopy dappled his form and revealed glints of color with every new step.

      “Halt!” she shouted, furious that the word held no true weight of command.

      The shadow did not stop but moved deeper into the woods, forcing Etta to follow. She was gaining on him, but he turned too swiftly, and she nearly lost him between the trees. She struggled past a thicket of spiny shrubs then turned to free whatever had snagged on her skirts. It was not a branch, as she expected. A low, slinky, furred thing smiled up at her, its teeth a row of spikes like shards of glass. She shrieked, raised her sword to strike, and nearly came off balance as it sprung at her. Its claws were dug well into her skirts, and the horrid thing was too close to get a good swing in. Faster than should have been possible, it scampered up her body, drawing the length of her caught skirt on its way then tumbling them both backward over a log.

      Etta landed on her back with a grunt, swinging her sword arm up just as the creature launched itself free and took a hunk of her skirt with it right over her head. She smacked the fabric down from her face, rolled onto her knees, and jumped to her feet. She went after the thing, bruising a shoulder on a tree before breaking through to a dark clearing.

      She froze, chase abandoned, to stare up at a massive structure that seemed to stretch the length of the forest. Her mouth gaped in awe, and her heart did a strange little dance in her chest. Magic thrummed through the ground beneath her, as if she stood on the bank of a river and could feel its current, as if the mud beneath her feet might fall in at any moment to be swept along with the flow.

      Rising from blue mossy earth before her was a wall as ancient as Westrende. Like so much tied to the fae, it appeared as lovely and harmless as the common pale stone it mimicked. But Etta could see the truth. Beneath the flowering vines that appeared to roll softly over its surface waited bloody thorns as sharp as blade. Where one might have seen the face of the stone as smooth, Etta could make out delicate curves and twists of iron, the metal ties that bound the fae.

      The wall sat upon the Rive, a boundary between the fae wilds and Westrende. Those ancient knots of metal were all that kept the fae out—all that was supposed to keep them from coming through and all that kept an unsuspecting human from stumbling into the fae realm.

      Some small thing bounded from a tree behind her, and Etta’s gaze swung down the wall. Not thirty paces from her stood the shadow who had posed as her artist, the man who had taken her face.

      He was as still as the stone, glancing at her only briefly before moving to step toward the wall.

      Etta launched herself at him, her grip firm about her raised sword.

      His attention came back to her, revealing in its true form the same wicked smile he’d given her in the castle. “Call his name,” the fae reminded her, “and discover what trade it might take to see your precious life returned.”

      The echo of his laughter was all she heard as her sword struck where he had been, the wall as solid as if he’d not just walked through.

      “No!” she screamed, pummeling the stone with sword and fist. She’d had one chance, one single hope of regaining her life.

      It was gone. Once the fae she’d just lost delivered the box that held her curse to the prince of Rivenwilde, Etta was doomed. She did not need to hear his taunting laugh to understand that. There would be no trade at all that she could make with fae royalty, and calling the prince would only bring him to retrieve the box that much sooner. Etta knew better than to believe they would give her a chance. She swore, the wall flickering beneath hands she realized had gone bloody.

      She snatched her fists back, watching as the magic seemed to sap her blood. It crackled icily, a flower blooming at the site of one drop, its petals unfurling in the short moment Etta held her breath. Stepping back, she watched as more vines expanded like metal skeletons. But through the glamour, they appeared as elaborate carved stone. Pale fingers rose from the smooth surface, a sculpture unsettlingly like Etta’s own hand. It wrapped about the newly formed blossom, grasping in a manner so desperate it made her heart ache.

      She took another step back, her stomach turning. Fates protect her, she was standing unguarded before the Rive. Her gaze flicked down the facade, the horror of what each carving meant becoming painfully clear. Just beyond the flowering vines, a half-formed figure of smooth stone had risen, the shape of a man who appeared caught stepping through, frozen in time and only partially emerged, his features as finely formed as any sculpture in the castle. His hands were wrapped around the reins of a horse, its stone head thrown back and nostrils flared. Tendrils of the animal’s mane curled outward, catching in the vines and thorns that fell over the top of the wall.

      Etta blinked away the images and swung back toward the forest with her heart pounding. Lesser fae watched her, perched in trees and tucked beneath piles of earth. None wore glamour in the safety of the woods. Unafraid, eager, they waited for her next move.

      A hasty swallow stuck in her throat. She gripped the sword tighter. A long vine reached out from the wall and brushed her shoulder. She jerked away from it, tearing another piece of fabric. She ran, full force, into the trees.
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      Etta’s legs did not want to carry her farther, but she had little choice but to keep on. It had not been a long walk from the castle to the wall, but she wasn’t foolish enough to misunderstand how she’d found it so quickly.

      She had no shadows to follow anymore. She could not trust whatever lesser fae interrupted her journey to see her out of the forest—they would have led her deeper, forcing her to become more entangled in the mess and the magic of the greenwood. She couldn't stop to rest. She had to get out, return to the castle before nightfall, make a plan, and find some way to cross through the wall. She had to get her life back.

      “There you are.”

      The voice jolted Etta so profoundly that she was swinging her sword before she realized she knew whose voice it was. Nickolas ducked, and her blow missed him by a hair. He grabbed hold of her, but it was not the embrace of a friend.

      Nickolas was holding her captive. He stared down at her, his hand twisted in the material at the shoulder of her gown. Etta was so taken aback by his manner that she let him remove the sword from her aching hand.

      “Where is she?” His tone was remarkably cold.

      Etta opened her mouth to reply but could not find a single word. She could barely fathom what she had just been through.

      “Lady Ostwind,” Nickolas demanded. “Where is she?”

      Etta’s mouth snapped closed. She recalled Nickolas having found her among the shattered glass outside the portrait room. When he’d gone inside to search, Etta had not been there. “She’s—Nickolas, it’s me. I’m her.”

      Something passed over his expression as he leaned closer. “I don’t know how you know my name, but if you have hurt her⁠—”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m telling you, it’s me. Etta.” She was yanked nearer and smacked at his hand—ineffectually, it turned out, because she was quite tired and Nickolas was quite strong. “Let go of me.”

      He turned, tugging her toward what she abruptly realized was the edge of the forest. She sagged in relief, and he turned back again, evidently deciding she meant to resist his capture. He drew a strap from his pocket then yanked her nearer to snatch her wrist.

      She gasped, twisted, and spun free of him, only to fall face first to the forest floor when her torn skirt was ripped further by his grip. He leapt on top of her, pressing her into the earth. She growled, wrapped a leg about his ankle, and rolled them both. Off balance, Nickolas was a much easier opponent to manage, but he still outsized her by half. His cursed lanky arms trapped her in a solid hold before she could escape.

      “I’m too exhausted for this!”

      He stared down at her.

      “Get off me, you lout.” Limbs going limp, Etta sighed. “Fine. I’ll explain it from here.”

      “Do,” he said, “and quickly.”

      The afternoon sun was nowhere in sight. If Etta had to guess, they had less than an hour before sunset, and they were still on the wrong side of the tree line.

      “It was a setup. The portrait artist was not Lord Barrett at all. I was a fool. I should have noticed. But I was so distracted, and so”—she shook her head—“he put me in the painting somehow. Touched me with a brush, and I knew it was magic and what—what did he say? The painting for your life. Then my face was gone. I felt it. I just didn’t know what had happened until I saw the mirrors. I chased after him, but I wasn’t fast enough. Now, he’s gone, and I’m gone, and I just need to go home so I can get into my father’s study, search his books, and find a way over that blasted wall.”

      Nickolas only blinked. After a moment, he stood and shook his pant leg straight before tugging Etta to her feet. “All right,” he said. “Time to go.”

      Go. He meant to take her—as what, she wasn’t sure. A prisoner, perhaps, if he truly thought she’d done something to the missing Etta.

      “Nickolas, why am I in restraints?” she demanded.

      His expression said he was entirely done with their conversation, and maybe that he wished she would stop calling him by his given name. “My lady, it appears you were the last known witness at the scene of a heinous crime. It is my duty, as a citizen of the great kingdom of Westrende, to hand you over to the marshal.”

      A boulder dropped in Etta’s stomach. Her knees felt as if they might not hold her weight. “Lord Barrett,” she whispered.

      “Indeed. Now, you can come along willingly, or I can drag you to the edge of this forest and whistle for a guard to haul you back, strapped like luggage to the rump of his horse. I recommend the former.”

      “No. It’s not what you think. Please, Nickolas, just listen to me. Just”—she cursed. “I did not murder Lord Barrett.”

      His blue eyes, as earnest as she’d ever seen, met hers. “The truth is, whoever you are, I care not at all about the lord in that hall.” His voice lowered. “I care about finding Lady Ostwind.”

      “Nickolas.”

      Her word was barely above a whisper, her heart warming until Nickolas tugged his lapel straight and added, “She needs to clear my good name.”

      Something horrid rose in Etta, that same boiling, awful heat that she felt toward the fae. Whatever nasty word that slipped free from her mouth, Nickolas only had time to look momentarily appalled before she took him to the ground. “You dirty, self-serving, absolute boor of a man! I swear to the wall, I will gut you and string your insides out for the birds, you no good⁠—”

      Beneath her, Nickolas’s grappling suddenly stilled. Etta froze, too, afraid for a moment that they’d waited too long and the forest had come alive. But it was only her words—that Etta had threatened him with the birds.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “Nickolas, it’s me.” She shuffled off him, trying fervently to explain it all again. It took longer this time, though her mind was a tangle and Etta herself could barely believe it was real.

      “The painting,” he repeated. The disbelief was so plain in his voice that she might have thrown up her hands in defeat. But she needed him. To add insult to injury, her hands were bound.

      She needed someone, just one lousy soul to believe her. Nickolas was that lousy soul.

      “Exactly. The painting. It was hideous. I said so.” She wiped a lock of hair back from her face with an arm. Her fingers were trembling, her wrists burning from the cord. “And he turned to me and…” And she had seen. She had known. By the wall, she should have run when she’d had the chance. “It was him.” Her voice had gone tremulous. There was nothing else she could say. If Nickolas didn’t believe her, if someone didn’t come to her aid…

      “You’re saying he was fae?”

      Etta’s head shot up. “Yes. Oh, saints, Nickolas, I’m so glad you believe me. I can’t⁠—”

      He held up a hand to stop her. “My lady, I feel that we are both overwrought. Perhaps you believe entirely what you are telling me, but the truth is, it’s impossible to credit. Magic does not exist in Westrende. Fae don’t walk the castle halls, pretending to be lords. You may have been involved with Lady Ostwind’s disappearance, but you most certainly are not her.”

      “I can prove it.”

      He crossed his arms. “I don’t have time for this nonse⁠—”

      “You have a scar on your right thigh.”

      Nickolas gave her a patronizing look. “That’s not exactly a state secret, is it?”

      Etta leaned closer, voice dropping to something mean. “It’s long and narrow. A slice that skinned you of your trousers while you shimmied not from Lady Asha’s balcony in a hasty escape, as you like to boast, but from your own mother’s garden wall because you thought she was after you with a switch.”

      His mouth went flat.

      “There’s another on your hip. No one sees it, not these days, but when you were two and ten, you jumped from the roof of the old smokehouse, trying to catch a pig. You caught him. He pummeled you and took a bite out of your haunch. You couldn’t wear your sword for a week. Made up a tale about it when the other boys saw you swimming bare-cheeked in the watering hole beyond the west gate.”

      He went pale.

      Etta took a step forward. “And your left ear.” She raised a brow. “It’s smaller than the right.”

      Nickolas drew a breath as if he’d been slapped.

      “That’s right,” she told him. “I can do this all day.”

      “You cannot be seri⁠—”

      “Try me,” Etta said.

      The look on his face was utterly unstable. Wearing her own skin, Etta had never pushed Nickolas so far—it did little good, as he knew her weaknesses too. But this girl, this crazed, disheveled mess of a thing, she was something that Nickolas didn’t understand.

      “You owe me.” Etta’s voice was as hard as steel. “You owe me, and you agreed to help me.” Her finger found his chest, poking him right over the gilded trim. “You didn’t tell me the man I stumbled into in the corridor upon our return was Gideon Alexander, when you knew full well that I would be facing him at the council meeting that would decide my fate. You let me fail, Nickolas. And for that, I call in my due.”

      He shifted nearly imperceptibly, something like guilt rising in the softness of his expression, threatening to overtake the disbelief.

      She moved in for the kill. “You will help me, or I will report to the council the thing you did on Harvest Day.”

      His jaw went slack, his sharp eyes snapping to scan the clearing as if someone might have overheard.

      Etta leaned back, hands on her hips as if she’d already won—hands that she’d freed from his tether without his notice and right beneath his nose. He looked at her again, clearly noting the set of her shoulders and the tap of her finger on her side. You, she made certain the posture said, have been beaten. It was the manner in which Lady Ostwind had often stood.

      “You,” he breathed.

      “Yes,” Etta answered. “Me.”
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